Developing policies responsive to barriers to health care among rural residents: what do we need to know?
A substantial body of research has been devoted to the subject of access to health care services for rural residents, much with the intention of shaping government policies to remove barriers or equalize the distribution of health care services. A number of programs and policies have grown out of or been affected by access research, yet despite identifiable successes of the policy research process, barriers to health care services still exist in rural areas. This article attempts to stimulate discussion about ways that rural health researchers can build on past research on access to care. A framework for posing access questions is proposed, suggesting that access research focus on the following areas: factors that drive differences in utilization, availability, and acceptability; consumer satisfaction and an understanding of why rural consumer satisfaction has been found to be high; factors that impede access that are mutable; and services that can be shown to improve outcomes.